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In 1965, The Queensland Times announced an unusual acquisition by the Fryer Library—a diary written by a Turkish soldier, 
Refik Bey,1 during World War I: 
The diary is about the size of two 
match boxes and is written in Turkish 
and German. It contains a map linking 
Constantinople and Berlin and is bound in 
khaki cloth and has a heart with an arrow 
through it on the front cover. The writing is 
very small and is done on fine paper.
The article provides information on the origin of 
the diary:
[The donor] Mr. Black, who went to 
Gallipoli with the 25th Battalion, now 
resides at the Salvation Army Eventide 
Home at Riverview. 
The diary, which is believed to have been 
written by a young Turkish officer who was 
captured by the British, was the property 
of Mr. Black’s father, Lieutenant-Colonel 
John Black, who was commandant of a 
prisoner-of-war camp in Egypt. 
Both father and son were on Gallipoli, Mr. 
Black as a member of the A.I.F. and his 
father with the British Expeditionary Force. 
Mr. Black Sen. died outside Gibraltar and 
was buried there on Soldier Hill. His widow 
then obtained the diary and brought it to 
Australia.
… (Mr. F. D. O. Fielding) said the University 
would be very grateful for assistance in 
translation from anyone who knew the 
old Turkish script. Several pages of the 
diary have Turkish poetry copied from 
an anthology … Information gleaned 
so far has been with the assistance 
of Dr. Oguztoreli of the Department of 
Mathematics.2
When I first saw the diary some fifty years later I 
was amazed and intrigued. I decided on the spot 
that it would be fascinating to have it translated, 
not realising how protracted and difficult this 
would be. The diary, being in old Turkish, had 
a special fascination for me. For many years 
Turkey had become an ‘other’, not in any complex 
metaphysical sense but representing one of those 
attempts we all make to transcend our familiar, 
circumscribed selves, to reach out for something 
beyond us that offers new horizons. 
My fascination with Turkey started as a student, 
when I studied the fraught relations between 
Russia and Turkey. Constantinople, founded 
in 326 AD as the ‘second Rome’, became 
the centre of the Byzantine Empire and for 
a thousand years was the most famous city 
of western Europe, situated at its edge, at 
the same time forming the junction with the 
‘East’, as the terminus of the Silk Road from 
China. Constantinople was a magnet for 
travellers from both worlds, famed for its art, 
architecture, and opulence and even suggesting 
to envious northern neighbours the possibility 
of a successor, a third Rome, in Moscow. Just 
to look at those distant evocative places was 
transporting for me as an Australian.
Constantinople was one of the strategic sites of 
the world and has seen dramatic change in its 
2000 year history, but its magnificent physical 
site with waterways remains unchanged. It 
commanded the winding Bosphorus; the inlet of 
the Golden Horn winds into the European side of 
the city out of the Sea of Marmara at the southern 
mouth of the Bosphorus; further southward the 
Marmara is funnelled through the Dardanelles 
or Narrows (Hellespont in myth) to the Aegean, 
which in turn merges with the Mediterranean. It 
was because of the failure of Churchill’s original 
plan to use British sea power to force the way 
through the Dardanelles to Constantinople that 
the Gallipoli campaign came about, and unless 
this sea corridor was freely available to Russia, its 
fleet was bottled up in the Black Sea, its Ukraine 
ports ineffective. 
The battered quality of Istanbul, Constantinople’s 
successor, contrasting with the well preserved 
memorials of ancient Rome, along with the 
resilience of its inhabitants, heightened its appeal. 
In Istanbul I felt part of a long stretch of history 
which had seen two empires: the Byzantine 
ending in 1453 and the Ottoman ending in 1922.  
I think this arose because the unique site remains 
unchanging and because of its historic mixture of 
east and west.
Background: View 
of Haghia Sofia 
in Constantinople 
(albumen print by 
Sebbah & Joaillier, 
Istanbul, Turkey) circa 










By the time of World War I, Turkey and Istanbul 
had become widely associated with a period 
of decay referred to by a condescending West 
as ‘the sick man in Europe’. In fact, Turkey was 
considered a hopeless case of a backward, 
even barbarian, nation. It is no wonder that 
Gallipoli is sliced off in the minds of many 
Australians, isolated from modern history 
which meant mainly European history. The 
dismemberment of Turkey by the West after the 
war, as well as the redrawing of the map of most 
of the Middle East by the victorious allies in their 
own interests, is now conveniently forgotten, 
even though it underlies contemporary unrest in 
that area. 
Attempts to see Gallipoli from the side of the 
Turks have recently been made, in Russell 
Crowe’s film The Water Diviner (2014), and 
Harvey Broadbent’s history of the Turkish Army, 
Defending Gallipoli: the Turkish story. I feel that 
my work on the diary may go some way towards 
revealing more of this other side that has been 
lost sight of.
While we were waiting for the diary to be 
translated, numerous first-hand diaries of 
Australians fighting at Gallipoli were published, 
adding to the many others previously deposited in 
libraries. These accounts set a pattern of what to 
expect: realistic pictures of fighting in the trenches 
while promoting patriotic myths. I could not find 
any reference to Turkish counterparts of these 
accounts. However, Turkish military historian 
Mesut Uyar has pointed out that Ottoman 
soldiers were encouraged to keep diaries and 
that over thirty published Turkish language 
accounts by soldiers, based on their first-hand 
experiences of the fighting at Gallipoli, do exist.3
Turkish records of Gallipoli that have been 
translated appear to be official ones, written 
by the officer class. So when I received the 
translation I found to my utter surprise the diary 
did not record any details of the fighting at all. 
Rather, it comprised philosophical, ethical and 
even poetic observations or thoughts on the 
meaning of life and how to lead a good one. 
Instead of dampening my curiosity this excited 
me, for it made the Turkish battlefield diary 
unique. How many reports, if any, from the 
battlefield, I wondered, concentrated on the inner 
life? None that I had heard of.
There were some practical aspects too. A large 
part of the diary is concerned with learning the 
German language, especially the tenses of verbs. 
This linguistic element reminds us of the difficulty 
some Turkish officers must have experienced in 
dealing with German colleagues. Refik Bey may 
be the Staff Captain of the same name mentioned 
in Harvey Broadbent’s recent book Defending 
Gallipoli: the Turkish story. This soldier was Chief 
of Staff to German Lieutenant-Colonel Bӧttrich, 
who was appointed 9th Divisional Commander in 
August 1915.4 Bӧttrich was in charge of railways 
and it is interesting to note that, along with 
German vocabulary lists, there are two maps in 
Refik Bey’s diary depicting sections of the Berlin-
Bagdad Railway line.
Commentary is a precarious task for someone 
with limited knowledge of the cultural context.  
I can only speculate about the author’s motives 
for keeping such a record. Perhaps the aim 
was to rest or shelter the author’s mind from 
the violence around him, to induce calm and to 
distract him from surrounding scenes. 
The flavour of the diary is conveyed in an  
early entry: 
No matter which tribe we come from and 
no matter what our political beliefs are, 
we should endeavour to live in harmony 
as a society.  Just like a well written 
and harmoniously structured poem, 
our society should also be structured 
in terms of rhythm and harmony. We 
should endeavour to live in unity and be 
close to one another and not alienate 
one another. We should follow the path 
of wisdom and tolerance. The foundation 
of a good life is to live without insulting 
and intimidating others.5
Here the diarist combines his aesthetic, especially 
literary, interests (evident throughout) with what 
westerners might call liberal values. Shortly before 
the war ‘The Young Turks’ was the name given to 
supporters of radical political and social change. 
They had seized power and their activities led 
to the undermining of traditional Ottoman rule. 
Refik Bey appears to have been a supporter 
of Ottoman rule, but 
his traditionalism was 
combined with even-
handed and enlightened 
views. Unlike many of 
his contemporaries, he 
showed no evidence 
of being influenced by 
progressive French 
thinking of the time, but 
interestingly he does 
refer to Kant, combining 
both a conservative and 
progressive outlook: 
Kant said that we are 
responsible for our 
own lives and actions. 
Should we encounter 
loss of fortune, 
adversity, or poverty, 
we need to know that 
it is due to our own 
doing. If you have not 
become affluent and 
wealthy, it means that 
you have not worked 
hard enough for it.6
Detail section of a 
map showing the 
waterways between 
the Black Sea and the 
Aegean Sea, including 
the Bosphorus and 
the Dardanelles, from 
The Times history and 
encyclopaedia of the 
war, vol. 18, pt. 234, 
p. 434.
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He expresses religious (Islamic) views but 
he is not doctrinaire. He recommends three 
obligations: ‘Faith in God, obedience and to 
choose the right path’.7 His views on the nature of 
the divine and of Islam are outlined in the diary’s 
opening pages: 
It is the Bountiful and Generous God 
Who has conferred to us the honour of 
worshipping His Being and of spreading 
His religion and its many sciences, so let 
us endear this service to our hearts.
His Greatness and honour deserves 
our worship, and true worship resides 
in sincere devotion to Him alone and in 
constant remembrance of Him. Indeed, 
the whole purpose of worship is but to 
apprehend the reality of the unity of the 
Divine Principle.8
The diary is pro-Ottoman and draws upon 
religious obligations concerning the defence of 
the lands of Islam. This requirement to defend 
Islam and the territory of the Empire may be 
associated with the term jihad although this word 
has been muddied by popular use. Historians 
suggest that whatever the situation in Turkey 
the concept of a pan-Islamic uprising was 
not supported in neighbouring countries. The 
Ottoman Sultan and Caliph of Islam, Mehmed 
V had declared the war against Russia and 
her allies a jihad on 13 November 1914 stating, 
‘When the enemy attacks Islam, and attempts 
to invade and raid the country of Islam, and 
capture the people of Islam, if the Sultan of Islam 
orders mobilisation for a war, should it not be 
an obligation for all the Muslims, young and old, 
to be ready to fight as infantry and cavalry?’9 
Originally the Germans had high hopes that all 
Islamic countries would rise against the British 
and their allies but this was not the case.
The diary only explicitly mentions the war in the 
first section that expresses a desire for revenge 
against enemies, traditional and current, and calls 
on Turkish soldiers to fight for their country. This 
emphatic, highly coloured language eventually 
gives way to a detached, philosophical tone and 
seems out of key with the material that follows.  
Indeed, these opening rhapsodic passages are 
likely to have been borrowed from the kind of 
patriotic Turkish poetry published in journals such 
as Asker-i Mecmua (The Military Journal) and Türk 
Yurdu (The Turkish Homeland) that had agitated 
for Turkish nationalism in the wake of the losses 
of the Balkan Wars: 
This flag that reigned terror on the hearts 
of the enemy
UQ LIBRARY8
It is this flag that glorifies the hearts of 
the Ottomans
It is this flag that waves with glory
 
Even if we have many enemies within us, 
fear will not penetrate us
Even if we are rained on by bullets we 
will not abandon this place
Since the day I was born this is what I 
was meant to do
Like my martyred Father, I will also give 
my life
March ahead March ahead, the 
Ottomans do not retreat.10
The outburst rises to an ‘anthem of the flag’: 
We were united under this flag; let us die 
for the flag
March ahead March ahead, the Ottomans 
do not retreat
March ahead March ahead, the glorious 
soldiers of this nation
I love this flag more than my Mother
At each gaze of the flag I salute it and 
shower kisses up on it11
The diary calls for revenge:
Our love for our homeland has enveloped 
our hearts
Let our pillows be gravestones and our 
quilts be made of snow …
 
Your heart is fluttering like a wounded bird 
to exact vengeance on the enemy
Listen Turkish youth; work and never stop
Take the entire Balkans and drench it with 
blood12
The notebook recalls Turkish defeats at Balkan 
towns, including Kosovo, and also refers to war 
in the Caucasus with Turkey’s traditional enemy, 
Russia, where Turkey suffered setbacks in  
World War I: 
There is going to be blood in the 
Caucasus
History will record our glory
In this place it is not Moscow
It is the Ottomans who will be sovereign13
Then the notebook sounds a ‘revenge anthem’ 
which reads like a ballad.
In accounts of Gallipoli there is much emphasis 
on Australian patriotism—fighting for country 
and for Empire—but there has been little or no 
interest in the motivation of Turkish soldiers. 
And accounts of contemporary Turkish history 
tend to overlook Turkish patriotism in favour of 
highlighting the decaying Ottoman Empire or 
the rise of The Young Turks and radical change. 
This is where the notebook can throw light on 
the ‘other’ side. It is not possible at this stage to 
set the patriotism in perspective but it is useful to 
have a vibrant expression of it. 
Much more work remains to be done by 
specialist linguists and editors on putting the diary 
in its cultural context, and in researching Refik 
Bey, about whom little is known. We must wait 
for an annotated edition, prepared by Turkish and 
Islamic scholars to fully appreciate the content. 
The notebook is a reminder that existing accounts 
of Gallipoli need to include the complexity and 
contradictions of the other side. I am reminded 
of the truth of an epigraph to Patrick White’s The 
solid mandala, where Paul Eluard states ‘there are 
other worlds but they are in this one’. Glimpses of 
such worlds are serendipitous and rare, they are 
‘a given’ rather than a calculated result and this 
makes them all the more elusive and precious.
LAURIE HERGENHAN AO, former UQ English 
Professor, founding editor of Australian Literary Studies, 
founding director of the Australian Studies Centre and 
general editor of UQP’s Australian Author series (1975-
2001) has been published widely. He was co-editor of 
the 2002 publication Letters: Xavier Herbert.
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